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Ready Reference Form

Goal: Expand Vocabulary Strategy: Ask Someone to Define the Word for You

Definition

Why Children
Need This
Strategy

Secret to
Success

How We
Teach It

Troubleshooting

When readers have a question about the meaning of a word, they ask someone
to tell them what the word means.

An easy way to get information about a word is to ask someone the meaning.
This may be enough for many readers to get a sense of the general idea of the
word. Knowing the gist of the word allows readers to get right back into the text
for meaning to be preserved.

Readers need someone close by to ask. The person needs to know the word and
be able to define it for the reader. Most important, readers must then go back
into the text and use all their knowledge to confirm the definition given.

As with all of our instruction, we want students to have lots of strategies they can
choose from for optimal learning, and this is a viable strategy. Many readers
come to us knowing this strategy because it is easy. We broaden their knowledge
of it by giving them a way to ask for help, and teach them that they must also
work.

We invite our students to ask one or all of these questions when they are asking
for a definition:
◆ What is the word? 
◆ What is the word like? 
◆ What are some examples of this word being used in a sentence?  

This level of questioning will elicit a more complete definition, making it easier
for them to self-assess:
◆ Go back to the text and substitute the definition that was given for the word.
◆ Read the selection again, using the definition.
◆ Does the definition of the word make sense in the sentence?

We used to think students needed to try to figure it out first. What we didn’t see
was that readers usually do try to figure it out first, quickly going through the
variety of strategies they already know and then asking someone. As adults, if we
have someone else in the room we trust, this is usually the second strategy we
use. First we guess the meaning in our head, and then we ask someone to con-
firm or refute the meaning we inferred. Teaching children the added step of 
confirming the meaning helps them see this as a trustworthy strategy, but it also
shows them they are involved in making meaning from the text.
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